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ABSTRACT OF THESIS

THE INCIDENCE OF SUBSTANCE ABUSING FAMILIES
INYOLVED IN THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM
KATHRYN LAURA YAUDREUIL

JUNE, 1997
There is a significant increase of substance abusing families involved in the child welfare system

nationwide and locally, in Minnesota. Many studies suggest that substance abuse is the
contributing factor for children placed in foster care by child welfare workers due to child neglect
and/or maltreatment reports. This descriptive study examined twenty-two court cases in a large

mid western metropolitan county in efforts to determine the incidence of substance abuse on
termination of parental rights cases in 1996. Findings from this research project reveal that
substance abusing families are frequently cited in termination of parental rights cases. Implications

of this phenomena on the social work profession are explored in detail and offer recommendations

for service delivery for workers with substance abusing clients.
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CHAPTER

I: INTRODUCTION

There is a need to examine the incidence of substance abusing families involved in
the child welfare system. Substance abuse is defined as the pattern of using certain drugs,

alcohol, medications and toxins despite their adverse effects (Barker, 1995). For this
research project, substance abuse pertains to the misuse of and addiction to drugs and

alcohol. This paper will descnbe the incidence of substance abusing parents involved in
the child welfare system, the consequences of using various drugs, its relationship to

child maltreatment and abuse, recommendations

for assessment,

service interventions,

and treatment intervention strategies for child welfare and human service workers.

The dramatic increase

of the number of drug abusing parents has placed a strain

on an already overburdened child protective service system (Kelley, 1992). The number

of children in foster-care placements have dramatically increased in the past decade due to
a substantial increase in reports of child abuse and neglect reports (Dore, Doris,

& Wright,

1995). Many authors speculate that the reason is due to the abuse of crack-cocaine, and
the fact that it is a highly addictive and potent chemical. Another reason for this increase

is the abuse of other mood-altering substances such as alcohol,

marijuana, met

amphetamines, to name a few mood altenng substances.

With the collective child welfare philosophy of "keeping families together
whenever possible," workers need to identiff and develop effective intervention
strategies that

will

strengthen and equip families with the skills to overcome dependency

issues. Child neglect and maltreatment reports indicating parental substance abuse that
are received at child welfare agencies, require a worker to intervene and, at times remove

the child/children from the custody of their parent

(s). When children

are temporarily

placed outside the home, the worker is required by law to help assist the family to
achieve a reunification plan. According to Beckerman (1994), the P.L. 96-272,the
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Adoption Assistance Child Welfare Act of 1980, which calls for caseworkers to make
efforts to achieve family reunification or provide children with alternatives that promise
perrnanence. The Act requires child welfare agencies to provide services that prevent
unnecessary placement and that, in each sase, a court must determine that the state

agency has made reasonable efforts to prevent or eliminate the need for placement

.

Workers are also required to develop a case plan after the child is removed; the plan must
include parental involvement in the development of the plan.
When extensive measures have been exhausted in working with parents to
overcome their substance abuse problem that interferes with their ability to adequately
care for their child/children, the child protection worker is required to petition the court to

terminate the parental rights. Azzing-Lessing and Olsen (1996) maintain that where

renunciation is not feasible, termination of parental rights is sought so alternative
permanent plans for the children are made.

Termination of Parental Rights is definedby Clark and Clark (1989) as the
determination that it is in the best interest of an abused or neglected child legally to end all
ties between the child and his/her biological parents. The authors further maintain that
once the parental rights of the child have been terminated, the child is available for

adoption by another family. They give some criteria for termination of parental rights
cases, and emphasize that these criteria vary according to geographic location; however,

they contendthat the following examples of grounds are considered sufficient in many
areas:

.

Abandonment

a

Severe alcohol or drug abuse by the parent (s)

a

Parent is mentally retarded or seriously mentally

i

Repeated abuse or neglect of the child

2
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o

Child has been in foster care for a significant period of time and the parents either
have not made a serious attempt to improve the conditions that led to the child's
removal or have not cooperated with plans for the child to return home (Clark &
Clark, 1989, p. lS3).

Background of Substance Abuse and the Child Welfare System
Histoncally, alcoholism has been a primary concern in our society, and thus in the
social work profession. Mary Richmond, one of the fore mothers of the social work
profession, wrote about the importance of the social worker's role in combating

alcoholism (Gregoire, 1994), Finkelstein (1994) reports that throughout history, alcoholic
and drug abusing women have encountered blame and anger. She further summarized that
as recently as

l5 years ago, alcoholism and drug abuse were referred to as "men's

diseases,"and only in thE past years has increasing attention been paid to women's
substance abuse and use.
Since its inception, the child welfare system has been confronted with alcoholic
parents and acts of violence against their children. Deluca (1981) suggests that although

child welfare professionals have been aware of the increased risk of violence toward
children of alcoholic parents, it has been only recently that the true dimensions of the
interaction between substance abuse and violence against children have begun to surface in
the professional literature.
Some researchers support the notion that with the advent of crack cocaine, more

attention to the needs and issues of the child victims surfaced. The introduction of crack
cocaine in the mid-1980s has severely affected the child welfare system. Dore, Doris,
and Wright (1994) add that there are

many reasons for the impact of crack on the child

welfare system and further maintain that crack has had a much greater acceptance among
females that other drugs have been such as heroin. Carten (1996) supports Dore, Doris
and Wright by concluding that crack cocaine has devastating consequences because of the
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and Wright by concluding that crack cocaine has devastating consequences because of the

drug's appeal to women, Inany of childbearing age. Carten reports that during these past
10 years, crack cocaine

quickly escalated to epidemic dimensions, and thus the link

between maternal drug abuse and child well-being wns reflected by the increased number

of child protective service reports resulting from substance abuse.
Purpose of Research
The purpose of conducting this research project was to determine the percentage

of families affected by substance abuse who are involved in the child welfare system.
Researqh Question$;.- The research questions were: What is the profile of families whose

parental rights were terminated in a midwestern, metropolitan county in 1996? What
percentage of parents whose parental rights were terminated were the result of substance
abuse issues? The literature review

will focus on a national view of chemical

abuse and its

relationship to factors resulting in families entering the child welfare system. The
research project

will examine the parents in a mid western

state county where the parents

had their parental rights terminated due to their substance abuse addiction. The profile

of

families involved in child protection system will be explored and compared to research.

After gathering the necessary data linking substance abuse to the increased numbers of
families involved in the child welfare system; recommendations for practice will foltow.
The implications of this issue on the social work profession will be explored and

will

detail measures workers can take to effectively deal with this growing dilemma.

ln summary, this chapter introduced the concept of termination of parental rights
as being a severe consequence

for substance abusing parents who are abusive, neglectful or

who are not adequately caring for their children. Criteria for termination of parental rights
cases were outlined according to examples illustrated by Clark

& Clark (19S9). A

historical view of substance abuse and the child welfare system was highlighted in
addition to the rapid introduction of illicit chemicals such as crack cocaine"

4

The next chapter explores the relationship of substance abuse to insreased
numbers of foster care placements; the link between child abuse and neglect to substance

abuse; the profile of families involved in the child welfare system; and the application of
the ecological theory for working wrth substance abusing parents.

5

CFIAPTER

II:

LITERATURE REVIEW

In this chapter, the literature review will focus on a national view of chemical
abuse and its relationship to factors resulting

in families entering the child welfare system.

The literature reviewed for this study included three categories. They are:

'

Relationship of parental substance abuse to increased numbers of foster-care
placements

.
.

Link between child

abuse and neglect to substance abuse

Profile of families involved in the child welfare system
In addition, a theoretical and conceptual framework (i.e., ecological perspective) is
discussed.

Relationship of Parental Substance Abuse to Increased Numbers of Foster Care
Placements
Recent studies cite substance abuse as the contributing factor for children placed

in foster care by child welfare workers due to child neglect and/or maltreatment reports.
The Child Welfare League of Amenca (1991) contend that substance abuse is the key

factor in the increased number of out-of-home placements, and Gustavsson ( 1991) asserts
that some urban areas have witnessed a substantial increase in children entering foster care
because of parental substance abuse.

Curtis and McCullough (1993) reference a research survey conducted by the Child
Welfare League of America which surveyed its member agencies to determine the effects
that the abuse of drugs and alcohol have on the child welfare system. The workers
surveyed indicated that 57Yo of their clientele have issues of substance abuse issues. The
authors discovered that there are severe strains in the family foster care system resulting

from parental substance abuse issues. They report that problems related to parental
substance abuse contribute to the number of children needing foster care, and further

6

increases the length of time the children spend in care, and complicate efforts aimed at re

uniting the families.
The numbers equated to substance abuse and increased foster-care placements

vary due to the geographic locations of research. Feig (1990) contends that local
estimates of child protective services involving parental substance abuse range up to
80o/o, whereas a

report conducted by the United States General Accounting Office (1990)

identified that the demand for foster care nationwide has increased nearly 30%.
Nationally, between 1987- 1989, the number of children in foster care rose from 280,000
to 360,000, an increase of 29Vo (Dore, Doris & Wright, 1994). The Committee on
Children, Youth, and Families (1989) report that during a six year period in the 1980s,
Los Angeles County experienced

a

500% increase in the number of children entering

foster ciue because of parental drug use, and in other counties, drug exposed children
comprise two-thirds of the foster care caseload.
The numbers indicating children in foster care due to parental substance abuse are

staggering. Some literature studies suggest that children of color have an increased risk of
foster care placements due to parental substance abuse. Gustavsson (1989) reports that
data from the National Institute on Drug Abuse

(NIDA) state that whites are more likely

to use drugs than blacks or Hispanics, but she further contends that minority children are
at an elevated risk for placement due to parental drug use. Systemic inequities

will

be

explored in the proceeding chapters.

Link between Child Abuse and Neglect to Parental Suhstance Abuse
The role that parental substance abuse plays in cases of child neglect and abuse is
gaining more attention in recent studies. Children and families are referred to local child
welfare agencies because of reports of neglect and child maltreatment and oftentimes, the
perpetrators are documented substance abusers. Murphy, et al (1991) report that a
study was conducted in Boston which examined the prevalence and types of parental
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substance abuse in a sample of 206 cases of serious child abuse or neglect that were

brought before a metropolitan court on care and protection petitions. In43o/oof the
cases, at least one of the parents had a documented problem

alcohol or drugs; the figure rose to

50Yo

with either

when alleged instances of parental substance

abuse were included. The authors claim that parental substance abuse had been so clearly

and consistently associated with child mistreatment that the Boston Juvenile Court, like

other family courts, now accepts serious, untreated substance abuse as evidence that
parents cannot adequately provide for their children. The authors further concluded in

their study that parents with documented substance abuse histones were more likely than
other parents to be repeat offenders with regard to child abuse and neglect to fail through
on court ordered services and eventually to lose custody of their children.
The National Committee for Prevention of Child Abuse estimate that 675,000

children are seriously mistreated annually by an alcoholic or drug abusive caretaker

(Kelley, 1992). They further report that state protective agency records indicate that
substance abuse is a factor in 80-90% of

all reports. Daro and MsDurdy (1991) assert

that among confirmed cases of child maltreatment, 4070 nationwide involved parental
substance abuse. Famularo et al (1986) conducted a controlled study of the link between
parental alcoholism and severe chrld maltreatment which required court ordered removal

of the child from the home. The authors discovered an over representation of alcoholism
in the parent population.

Profile of Families Involved in the Child welfare System
The profile of families involved in the child welfare system due to substance abuse
is repeatedly cited as being: single family households, women of color, low economic

status, and women of child beanng years. Carten (1996) contends that through a
qualitative, exploratory study examining outcomes of 20 women who had successfully
completed a family rehabilitation program as an alternative to placement, the profile of
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the 20 women were. 85% women of color,85o/o recipients of AFDC, and 65% had
completed high school. In a study conducted in one mid-west state, the researchers
discovered that the women referred to Child Protective Services (CPS) were more likely

to be younger, or minority status, financially stressed, and experiencing problem with the
criminal justice system (Gustavsson & Rycraft, l9g3).
In another evaluation study based on a community-based program, (project
Connect) targeting families at-risk for out-of-home placement and/or termination of
parental rights, a sarnple of 66 parents and 176 children was conducted. As opposed to
the evaluation of New York City's Famrly Rehabilitation Program, the families involved in
the Project Connect Program were primarily white, the ages ranged from 19-38, of low

economic status, and with the majority of participants being AFDC recipients.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework of the Ecotogical Perspective
This section of the literature review will explore the application of the ecological
perspective for working with at-risk, substance ahusing families. A common theme cited

in literature studies relates to the need for workers to take an ecological perspective when

working with substance abusing and at-risk clients. The ecological perspective which was
most fully developed

by Bronferbrenner conceived that an individual develops wrthin

a

network of environmental systems each of which are nested inside the next (Segal &
Iverson, 1990). Garbarino (1982) defines the ecological perspective as "viewing
individuals and their environments as mutually shaping systems, each changing over time,
each adapting to response to change in the other" (p. l6)

The environmental, societal and cultural factors influencing an individual's coping
is supported by the ecological perspective. Segal

& Iverson (1990)

concede that the

intimate relationship between the parent and child cannot be understood without
recognizing the influence that conditions surrounding the family (community, culture,
national events, affect the interaction between child and parent.
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In terms of viewing the substance abusing family, the ecological framework can be

utilized in hopes for fully understanding the external dynamics involved in the family
system. Gustavsson & Rycraft (1993) contend that effective worker interventions
require an ecological perspective. Through this prspective, the drug dependent mother is
seen in the context of her environment, and by taking this

view point, workers can

identift and consider the stresses and obstacles the clients face, and then can design
interyentions by acknowledging the external factors. Gustavsson

(l9gl)

describes the ecological perspective as one that views chemical abuse as one element in a
person's life, and the environment that many families are sgrrounded by has been

unresponsive to their multiple needs and may have negatively contributed to outcomes
such as chemical abuse. She recommends that workers utilize interventions that require
an assessment of the environment and the capacities, resources, and needs of the

individual (1991). With this approach, clients are enabled to worktowards their goals
because when considering a client's strengths and limitations, a more realistic case plan can
be established, and success is easily achieved.

The Emergency Sen',ices Child Abuse Prevention Program (ESCAPP), a federally
funded research demonstration project adapted Bloom's conceptual framework for

working with families affected by parental substance abuse issues (Blau, Whewell,
Gullotta & Bloom. 1994).
Bloom's (1990) conceptual framework of the human experience takes on an
ecological approach and can be applied to working with substance abusing fhmilies. This
theory that can be conceived

of

as a cube defined

by its six sides: (1) personal strengths;

(2) personal limitations; (3) social supports; (4) social stresses; (5) physical environment
resources; and (6) environmental pressures (1990). The authors express that "by putting
this model into practice, the ESCAP's fundamental goals were to construct a method for

identifying substance-abusing families, allow rapid entrance of the families to services that
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seek to stabilize the current situation, and improve the

likelihood of positive long-term

functioning by linking families to ongoing supports and services" (Blau, Whewell,
Gullotta & Bloom, 1994,

p 86) They further

state that by assisting substance-abusing

families to supportive services, ESCAPP can aim to prevent and arrest potential child
abuse and thus increase the resiliency-related skills of the children served.

Justification of Research
As the literature review reveals, a large number of families in the child welfare
system have parental substance abuse issues.

It

has been noted that the increased rates

for foster cire placements can be attributed to parental substance abuse. These reasons
stem from increased neglect and maltreatment reports warranting removal of children from

the parents' homes. The research studies did not demonstrate a correlation between
parental substance abuse and termination of parental rights. There was scant literature

found on termination of parental rights and substance abuse which prompted the
researcher to conduct a study in a county where she has interned and experienced the
pervasiveness of substance abuse among families

that did relinquish their parental rights,

both voluntary and involuntary.
Due to the researcher's observation of acfual cases involving parents and substance
abuse issues, a profound interest was taken in assessing the resources aimed at helping

families to become reunited. This search was conducted through literature studies
focusing primarily on the West and East Coasts. The recommendations based from
studies of various program targeted at families at -risk for losing custodial rights, wrll be

provided to the midwest county where this study was conducted.

Summary
The themes presented in this chapter reflect the serious nature of substance abuse
and its impact on families, the system and the community. The theoretical and

conceptual framework incorporated the ecological perspective which views clients in

1l
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terms of their environment. This theory can be successfully integrated in service delivery

for at-risk, substance abusing families. The next chapter will discuss the rnethods
employed in devising a research project on termination of parental rights cases.
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CHAPTER

III . METHODOLOGY

This chapter discusses the manner in which a survey questionnaire design was
developed to collect data that answers the research questions. Operational definitions

of

key concepts are described in addition to a description of the sampling, instrumentation,
data collection and analysis procedures utilized for purposes of this research.

The purpose of this research project was to conduct a descriptive study to
provide the statistical rate of custodial parents involved in the child welfare system
that
lost their parental rights due to parental substance abuse issues. This research study
explored the profile of parents whose parental rights were terminated in 1996 in a large,

mid western metropolitan area.
The primary focus of this study was to examine the prevalence of parental
substance abuse and its correlation to the termination of parental

rights. Scant literatwe

reveals a relationship between parental substance abuse and termination of parental rights

which prompted the researcher to devise a project utilizing actual court cases to illustrate
this issue. Literature studies revealed that parental substance abuse issues was the cause
of increased foster care placements resulting from child abuse and neglect. The literature
review showed a scarcity of information about the impact that parental substance abuse
has

on termination of parental rights cases. The

studies

will

gaps or areas not covered in literature

be addressed through this project that

will

focus on the following research

questions: Does the profile of custodial parents whose parental rights were terminated
coincide with other studies found in the literature? Of the families who lost their parental
rights in 1996, what percentage resulted from substance abuse issues? Do the families
whose parental rights were relinquished have a prior history with the child protective

system? Were the families given an opportunity to seek treatment?
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Research Design
The basis for conducting this descriptive research design was to provide a
systematic framework for the collection and analysis of the data. Several variables were
examined to determine the percentage of cases

of termination

of parental rights that were

impacted by substance abuse issues, A quantitative suruey research design was utilized
to obtain informationthrough a l2-item survey of data from closed case files regarding

terrnination of parental rights cases.
This was a descriptive study which utilized survey research design methods to
collect quantitative data to answer the research questions.

Key Terms and Operational Definitions
A number of terms are used when refernng to families involved in the child rvelfare
system and who are at-risk for losing their parental rights. For the purpose of this
study,the following definitions are provided:

Substance abuse - refers to a maladaptive pattern of using drugs, alcohol, medications

for non-therapeutic purposes despite their adverse effects.

Termination of Parental Rights - pertains to the court absolving the parent (s)
authority and responsibility for their children due to parent's failure to adhere to
proposed case plans, and failure to protect their children from potential danger. In the
sample population, the families had lost their parental rights

Court Cases-

in

1996.

are the documents devised and petitioned by child protection workers and

court officials indicating the allegations of failure of parents to protect children from
danger.

Midwest County - is comprised of

a mid-western and large metropolitan area from which

the sample population was selected.

Age - refers to the caregiver's age at his/her last birthday.
Race - connotes the racial/ cultural heritage to which the care giver identifies.
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Source of Income -refers to the care give(s)'method of receiving financial
resources.

Study Population
The study population for this research project consisted of 23 individuals from
diverse backgrounds, representing the African American, Caucasian, Hispanicllatino, and

Native American groups. The individuals were between the ages of 16 to 45 years of age.

Sampling
The data was collected through a simple single stage sample which was obtained
through a list

of

the 61 parents whose parental rights were terrninated in 1g96 in a large

mid western, metropolitan county. A random sample
a code next to the

of

53 cases was drawn by placing

list of names that were in alphabetical order. Every odd number was

selected by the principal investigator. The units of analysis are famities who lost their

parental rights. The study population for this research project consisted of 23 individuals

from diverse backgrounds, between the ages of 16 to 45 years. The sample is not
necessarily representative of the population at large. This descriptive study involved

reviewing case files by completing a l2-item survey containing both nominal and ordinal
variables.

Data Collection
After receiving permission from the oflicials in the midwestern county, the
principal investigator wrote out 53 of the names of the parents listed on a sheet whose
rights were terminated in 1996. After each name, a numeric code was assigned to the
corresponding name. A random sample table was drawn and27 cases were selected by a

child abuse worker by using this table. The principal investigator then reviewed 22 cases
and used a

l2-item survey instrument. An internal audit was occurring at the agency

during the data collection process limiting the number of cases that were accessible to
researcher.
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fnstrumentation

A l2-item

survey instrument was developed consisting of both nominal and

interval data. The questions included identiffing the number of out-of-home-placements,
age of care giver, income source, racial heritage, reason for termination of parental rights,

prior removal of children, and ages of children. The survey was developed to help

identifli the profile of custodial parents whose parental rights had been terminated.
Demographic characteristics were included such as age, ethnicity, gender and source

of

income. The survey consisted of two open-ended questions and ten close-ended
questions. Areas explored in the questionnaire included demographic information, the
reason parental rights were terminated, whether these families had previously been

involved in the child welfare system, and if they had been requiredto undergo treatment
for parental substance abuse as part of their case plan. Descriptive statistics were used
to answer each research question. Aggregate data is presented in chart form.

Data Analysis
The survey questionnaire gathered quantitative data. The findings are illustrated

in both narrative

and chart

forms. A spreadsheet was devised

as a method to analyze the

variables and to view the patterns and trends of the responses.

Measurement Issues
Svstematic Er{gr During the data collection process there is always an area of concern for
researchers. The potential for systernatic error was reduced in this project since the

principal investigator was completing a survey by reviewing case files. This procedure
involved quantitative methods; however, if qualitative methods had been used, the degree
of bias during the collection phase would have been greater. This project involved
measuring what was intended through using a survey instrurnent to facilitate process.
Random Error During this project, the researcher yielded the same results each time a
survey was completed. The random error possibility could have been reduced had
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another researcher duplicated the data collection procedure in efTort to determine if the
same results would be achieved.

EFternal

Validitv Rubin and Babbie (1993) define external validity

extent to which we can generahze the findings of

a

as "referring to the

study to settings and populations

beyond the study conditions" (p.697). In terms of this research project, the information
gathered can not be generalized to other geographical regions. Several factors are involved
such as the fact that this study was completed in a metropolitan areaand thus consists

of

if the results were applied to a homogeneous population in

a diverse group whereas

another county (i.e. rural), they would not be valid or representative of the population.

Jntepal Validitv This research project did not include triangulation of the data which
could have included various data collection techniques such as interviews with
actual child protection workers and observations. These other methods could have
enhanced the meaning and would have provided more of a rounded, in-depth

understanding of the substance abuse issue which would have increased the overall

validity of this project.

ReliabiliW

Since the research method utilized for this project involved reviewing case

records, the same results would be yielded each time data was extracted from the cases
and placed on a survey questionnaire. Reliability could have been increased by having
another researcher cros

s-

check data col Iection techniques.

Levels of Measurement
Nominal Lgyqls consisted of the categorical data such as marital status, gender, race,
income source, and yes/no questions. The interval variable consists of the number

of

children awarded to the state, found on question six of the survey instrument. The ratio
variable included ages. The variables used in this project can be classified as being either
discrete orcontinuous. Age is a continuous, ratio variable, (Rubin & Babbie, 1993). The

nominal and interval level variables are discrete.
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Human Subjects Protection
The principal researcher did not come into contact with any of the clients served

by this county. The study only consisted of reviewing case records. The records of this
study are confidential and will not become a pa* of the parent's case file. In an attempt

to protect the anonymity of the participants, no published repofts will include the names
or any identifting information about the cases. A number was assigned to each case and
was used in analysis. The raw data was accessible only to the researcher.
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CHAPTER IV

.

FINDINGS

OYERYIEW
This chapter describes the findings of the survey questionnaire. In 1996, 6l
families lost their parental rights. The researcher was given access to 53 cases through a
list of case names- The researcher coded every case and randomly selected 27 cases.
Of
the27 cases randomly selected,22 were accessible for reviewing due to an internal audit
occurring within the human service agency while the research was being conducted.
Findings will be presented first with the characteristics of custodial parents whose rights
were terminated in 1996, which consists of demographic information. The remainder

of

this findings section encompasses the quantitative data for the questions pertaining to
the
reasons for parental rights being terminated

in 1996 and the percentage of custodial parents

who had documented substance abuse issues.
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Research Question L. What was the profile of custodial parents whose parental rights
were terminated in 1996?
The study was composed of custodial parents whose parental rights were terminated in

L996. Of these parents, 96Vo were female with 4To being males. (Figure

Figure I
Demographic Characteristics: Gender N= 23

Gender of custodial parents
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Figure 2 presents the marital status of ?3 custodial parents who were surveyed for this

study. As the table illustrates,6sVo were single, with 4Tobeing married, and 3OTo being
separated or divorced and there were no widowed persons at the time that their parental

rights were terminated. There was one married couple surveyed for this project.
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Figure

3

pertains to the ethnicity of the custodial parents whose parental rights were

terminated in 1996. As the table demonstrates, 52To of the parents were AfricanAmerican;
39To were Caucasian; 4Vo were Hispanic/t-atino; 4To were Native

American. None of the

study participatnts identified themselfves as being Southeast Asian or as Bi-racial.

Figure 3
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Figure 4 represents the ages of the custodial mothers at birth of their first child. Of the ZZ

women surveyed, only 19 of the cases had the age of mother at birth of first child available
to researcher. As indicated on the [able,
the women gave birth between the ages
16%o

4-7Vo

of the women were between 20-23; ZlTo of

of L2- 15; l6Vo gave birth between

16

-

19; and

were between ?fr-35 years of age at birth of their first child, None of the women

surueyed were between 24 - 27 or between 36-4O.

Figure 4
Dernogfaphic Characteristic: Age,qf mother at birth .af first child. N= l g
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Figure 5 represents the income source that the custodial parents had when their parental
rights were terminated

in 1996. Of the 22 cases survey,

16 contained income information.

Of the clients surueyed , 56To were on AFDC; ISVo received income from employment;
equal proportions from Supplemental Security Income and Social Security,GTo; and IZVo

from selling drugs and/or engaging in prostifution. There were no reports of source of
income from alimony or trust funds.

Figure 5
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Figure 6 illustrates the number and ages of the children that were awarded to the state as a
result of termination of parental rights cases in 1996. Of the 22 cases, 57 children were
awarded to the state. Of the 22 cases, 57 children were awarded to the state. These ages

included 5-age 1;8-age 2;3-age3;7-age4;3-age5;5-age 6;9-age 7;J age8;3-age9;6age 10; Z-age

1

I ; 0- 12; 2-age 13 ;

and I-age

14.

The median age was 6 years old.

Figure 6
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Re$earch Ouestiq,n 2: What were the reasons for parenlal rights to be terminated in
1996?

As figure 7 exemplifies, the primary reason for termination of parental rights
includes parental substance abuse issues. There were several reasons for parents to lose
their custodial rights and a combination of factors was commonly indicated in case files.

Of the cases surveyed I5t2? (68To) involved subs[ance abuse as reason parents rights were
terminated;7122(32Vo) of the cases involving the parent's mental health issues; an
additionals?Vo of cases revealed that the reason for termination resulted from child neglect;
physical abuse was cited as being involved in6122(27Vo) of the cases; parenring deficits
occurred in 4122 (lB7o) of the cases; and parents being incarcerated affected3l}1 (14To) of

families; and finally the criminal activity of parents, prostitution, selling drugs were gTo of
reported to impact the cases with sexual abuse resulting in2J22 (9To) of families.
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Figure 7
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Table 1
Family's Pnor Involyement with the Child wqlfare system N= 22
Table

I

represents the number of cases that had previous involvement with the child

welfare system before having parental rights taken away. Of the ?2 cases surveyed, a great
percentage, (91To) of the families had a history with the Child Welfare Sysrem and 9Zo
had

no previous involvemenl

Table I
Family's Prior Invotvqr.nent $lith,

thejhild Welfare Syrt"* N= 2r

Study Populatiqu

Freouency

Percent,

Prior Involvement

20

91

No Prior Involvement

2

I

As figure

I

demonstrates, gl%o of the families previously had their children removed from

the home, and 9Vo did not have a history of having children removed from the home.

Prevjous Rqmoval of Childr.en From the Home N=22
Figure

I
Pnevious removai of children from the home

I
I
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Previous removal
ruo

previous removal

Research Question 3: What percentage of custodial parents that lost their parental
rights in 1996 had documented substance abuse issues?
Figure 9 shows that6STo of the custodial parents that were surveyed for this project had
subsLance abuse issues, andSTTo were indicated as having other reasons

for losing their

parental rights in 1996.

Figure 9
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Pu.*ntal Substance Abuse
Off*. Reasons (see table 6)

Figure 10 demonstrates the prevalence of crack cocaine as the drug of choice for families
whose parental rights were terminated, (4OTo). As this table specifies, crack is the major

drug cited in termination of parental rights cases, 4OVo; alcohol abuse is found in 13.37o of
cases; marijuana constitutes 6.7To; and 4frTo of cases did not specify the type of substance

that the custodial parent was abusing. Alcohol was a substance indicated in twice as many

of the cases as marijuana.

Figure 10
Drug of Choice for Subptance Abusing.Eamilieq N=15
substances mentioned in cases invoiving chemicar dependen cy
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Figure l1 shows that in Lgl22 {83Vo) were previously required to under-go treatment for
chemical dependency, mental health, parenting, criminal and maltreatment issues to
name a

few. Only 2(9To) of the custodial

parents sunreyed were not required to go to treatment

and 2 of the cases did not indicate as to whether or not the individuals were required
to go

to some form of treatment.

Figure I I
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Treatment Required

Figure 12 outlined the types of treatment required forfamilies who were monitored by child
protection workers and given a case plan to make efforts towards reunification with their

children. Among the treatment required forZ}families, (62To) were mandated to undergo
chemical dependency treatment; (29To) were referred for mental health treatment; and (IgTo)
were referred for parenting classes and programs. The numbers here are redundant
because some of the clients were required to attend both parenting in conjunction with

chemical dependency treatment.

Figure

l2

Types of Treatment,Required N=22
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Figure 13 illustrates the dual diagnosis phenonomen in that chemical dependency and
mental illness occur together. This table reflects that incidence of chemical dependence is
85Vo among those

Figure

with mental health issues.

13

Incidence of chemiqal dependence among thqse with mental health issues N= 7

lncidence of chemical dependence among those with mental health issues

4.3
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Summary
This chapter presented the findings of the survey questionnaire. In the next chapter, a
discussion of the tindings and the correlation of the findings to the research question and
literature review will be presented. The limitations of the research will be assessed.
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CHAPTER V - DISCUSSION
Overview
In this chapter, the researcher will summarize and examine the significant findings
research as they apply to the research questions. A comparison of the tindings with the
literature will be explored in addition to the limitations of this study. The impact that the
findings of this study have on the child welfare and social work system will be discussed
in detail.

Key Findings
This descriptive study examined the incidence that parental substance abuse has on
custodial parents whose parental rights were terminated in 1996. The profile of these
custodial parents was explored in addition to the reasons that their custodial rights were

terminated. The findings reveal that the characteristics of the 96Vo of the custodial parents
whose rights were terminated consisted of females between the ages of 2A-23; 56Vo were
recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC); 65Vo of rhe cusrodial
parents represented single-head of household; 68Vo lost their parental rights due to
substance abuse; 9IVo had prior involvement with the child welfare system;

and,

glVo

previously had their children removed from the home;83Vo were required to under-go
some form of treatment; 52Vo were African American, with 39Vo were Caucasian.

In terms of the gender of the parents surveyed, (96To) were identitied

as being

female. The study focused on the custodial parents whose parental rights were terminated

in

1996, therefore, the fathers that did not have primary custody were not included in this

research project.

A larger percentage of the fathers' rights may also have been terminated,

but they were not indicated in court cases as being the primary custodian, therefore, they
were underrepresented in the results.

A disconcerting statistic relates to the disproportionate number of parents surveyed
that were identified as being African Ameri can (52Vo) while Caucasians comprised (39%)
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of the families. Native Americans and Hispanics each consisted of (4Vo) of the cases. A
question that will be included in subsequent chapters relates to the race issue and the over
representation of minorities involved in the child welfare system.

An interesting finding included the average ages of the mothers at the birth of their
first child. Literature studies cite the womsn that are involved in the child welfare system
as being younger,

but this project indicated the majority of the women had their first child

between the ages of 20-23, (47 Vo); but the second highest age group was between the ages

of 12-15, (2ITo). More

teens are becoming pregnant at younger ages and for various

reasons are not equipped to adequately provide for the child as exemplified in this study.

Of the nineteen women surveyed in this project, (84?o) were under age24 at the time of

first birth of their children, and (37Vo) were under age 20.
The income source of families revealed that (56Vo) receiving AFDC, and (l9%o)
were employed. Literature studies support this profile of families involved in the child

welfare system. Carten (1996) reports that statistics about clients at risk for termination of
parental rights who participated in a family rehabilitation program were most frequently
recipients of AFDC (85?o). This greatly differs from the families surveyed in this research
project.

The results of this research project indicate that the majority of custodial parents
whose parental rights were terminated in 1996 were due to numerous reasons, but
substance abuse was the factor most frequently

cited. An overwhelming

68To of the

parents had substance abuse issues causing them to lose their parental rights. Sixty eight

percent of families with substance abuse issues, (327o) were identified as being addicted to
crack cocaine. Marry families had dual reasons for losing custodial rights such as mental
illness, criminal activify, incarceration, pirenting deficits, in conjunction with parental
substance abuse issues. Seven out of the twenty two cases (32To) identified mental illness

in conjunction with chemical dependency issues as reasons for termination of parental
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studies often cite substance abuse as a contributing factor for chrldren to be removed from
the home, but neglectto addthat incidence of mental illness as being compoundedby the
substance abuse or another factor involved. Physical abuse and neglect are the reasons

children are removed from the homes, but they often are the result of the parent's inability
to properly care for their children because of other issues such as chemical dependency or
mental illness.

Comparison of Findings with Literature Review

The findings colrespond with literature studies in that parental substance

abuse

plays a significant role in families involved in the child welfare system. Clark & Clark
(1989) give criteria for termination of parental rights cases, and add that they vary
according to geographic location, but maintain that the following are considered sufficient

in many areas:

Abandonment, severe alcohol or drug abuse by the parent (s); parents is
mentally or seriously mentally ill; repeated abuse or neglect of the child;
child has been in foster care for a significant period of tirne and parents
have not made a serious attempt to improve the conditions that led to the
child's removal or have not cooperated with plans for the child to
return home (p.183),
The results of this research correlate with Clark

& Clark's reasons for parents to

lose their parental rights and funher cite parental substance abuse as being most common
reason for termination of parental rights , (68%); mental illness consisting of {32%);

neglect was reported in (32%) of cases; physical abuse (27o/o) of the reasons parental

rights were indicated as being terminated. Other reasons found through this study also
included criminal activity of parents, failure to thrive cases, parenting deficits, parents

inability to cope, parents being incarcerated, prostitution, sexual abuse and selling drugs.

A combination of factors were frequently cited in the cases for the termination of parental
rights.

1E

The profile of the families developed through this research project are consistent

with literature studies in regards to some variables such as source of income, age range, but
differ in terms of race/ethnicity. In

a

New York City Family Rehabilitation Program,

Carten ( 1996) describes the clients who had completed a rehabilitation program as an
alternative to having their children placed as being 85To women of color. The statistics

from this research project reveal that 52To of the parents were African American, and

SgTo

being Caucasian. This disparity among the two studies could potentially be the result of
population differences in two different geographic locations.

Strengths and Limitations of Study
This descriptive study provided a profile of parents whose rights were terminated in
1996 in a large, mid western county. The srudy did not intend to reveal a cause and effect

relationship, but rather described a relationship between parental substance abuse issues
and termination of parental rights cases. This study illustrated the pervasiveness

of

substance abuse as being a contributing factor to termination of parental rights cases, and
also provided information of the frequency of dual diagnosis (mental illness and chemical

dependency) in cases of termination of parental rights. This dual diagnosis area was not
discovered in literature studies on substance abuse and child maltreatment. This

exemplifies a need for further research on the subject, and also recommendations for
effective treatment techniques for workers to employ to effectively work with this at-risk
population of clients with dual diagnosis. The profile of families whose parental rights
were terminated was gathered and provides a basis for future social work practice and

training. This was one of the greatest strengths of this descriptive study.
There are several limitations to this srudy including the lack of qualitative data and
the lack of use of triangulation. Although this study described the incidence profile
substance abuse families whose parental rights were terminated,
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it was limited because key

informants were not included and they could have provided a more in-depth understanding
of the obstacles experienced by substance abusing families experience.
Another limitation of this research involved the external validity, since a small
sample was drawn and it can not be transferable to another geographic area. The

generalizability of the results is limited as the sample was selected from only one midwest
child welfare agency. Reliance on case records for data collection presents a challenge for
the researchers in terms of the validity of the results. Case records were not designed

for

research and data gathering, and therefore lack some necessary information. With this
research project, the case records were utilized to construct a profile of families whose

parental rights were terminated and give information on the percentage of families who had
documented parental substance abuse issues. The sample was comprised of a diverse

population, but caution needs to be applied when transferring these results to another
geographical area.

Relevance to Research Questions
The first research question

was: What is the profile of families whose parental

rights were terminated in 1996? The f,rndings of the study described the characteristics of

families whose rights were terminated as being consistent with various literature studies.
The profile of the families provides some insight and understanding of families involved in
the child welfare system.

The second research question relates to the reasons that the custodial parents lost

their parental rights in 1996. As the tindings indicate, the primary reasons cited were:
issues related to parental substance abuse, mental health issues, parenting deficits, abuse
and neglect, and parents engaged in illegal activities to name a few reasons.

The third research question pertains to the percentage of families with substance
abuse issues whose parental rights were terminated

in 1996. Findings revealed that

parental substance abuse was cited in the majority of termination of parental rights cases.
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the reason their parental rights were terminated

in 1996. This statistic helps workers

Iearn

of the pervasiveness of substance abuse affecting families and interfering with their ability
to adequately parent their children. The incidence of crack cocaine indicated in the case
records demonstrates an urgent need for the public to respond to the needs of families with
addictions to crack cocaine. Treatment is one alea that needs to be modified and catered to
meet the special needs of this drug dependent population. As the literature indicate, crack

cocaine is on the rise and has devastating effects on families and children thus increasing
the child abuse and neglect reports at child welfare agencies.
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CHAPTER VI-IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE AND POLICY

Overview
Substance abusing families affect the social work profession in a multitude

of

arenas; these being schools, hospitals, child protective agencies, and daycare facilities. The

implications that substance abuse has on the child welfare system is especially taxing. The
child welfare system is becoming more and more stressed by the increased incidence of
parental substance abuse. As noted in the preceding pages, parental substance abuse has
and continues to be linked with increased foster-care placements and child maltreatment

cases. Based on the Child Welfare League of America's survey, the respondents
representing public welfare agencies concluded that the impact of substance abuse on the

ability of the child welfare system to deliver services is profound and adversely affects the
system by compounding problems, such as personnel shortages and the decreased

availability of foster-care placements (Curtis & McCullough, 1993).
Many literature studies maintain that the increased parental drug use is to blame for
the break-down of families and their ability to care for their children. Sabol (1994) refers

to the increase numbers of drug-affected families entering the child welfare system as
being more complex and challenging to caseworkers. The heightened use of crack-cocaine
creates a newer environment for workers to intervene. Dore, Doris

& Wright (1995)

recognize crack use as being associated with heightened interpersonal violence, criminal

activity, sexual exploitation of children as well as adults, and transmission of the AIDS

virus. the authors further maintain that

these cases are not like yesterday's in which child

maltreatment was attributed to lack of parenting knowledge and skill and where family
members, friends or neighbors frequently functioned as informal surrogates for a

dysfunctional parent. They also suggest that whole families may be involved in the drug
culture so that fewer stable adults are available to support and nurture their children.
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Systemic fnequities
Early research did not support the advancement of policies to preserve families and
rehabilitate addicted mothers, subsequent court litigations have prompted new policies that
encouraged program development to help mothers overcome their substance abuse

addiction and maintain her role as primary caretaker (Carton, 1996).
As this research project coupled with results from literature studies indicate, people
of color and low-income families are over represented in child welfare caseloads and in
termination of parental rights cases. Gustavsson (1991) suggests that minority children are
at increased risk for placement due to parental drug use. She further states that this may be
due to the two tiered social service system. She asserts that the affluent chemical user is
able to avoid the public sector and receive rehabilitation services from the private sector,
whereas the lower income user is oftentimes referred to child welfare agencies (1991).

Carten supports Gustavsson's claim that low-income women, due to systemic
inequities in drug-testing policies give birth in public hospitals that have mandatory drug

screening. These clients will come into the attention of child protection workers and
consequently their children are at increased risk for foster-care placement (1996). Middle
and upper class women are less subject to the scrutiny in the private hospital settings.

Gustavsson (1996) recommends that the disincentives for substance abusing
women to seek drug treatment and prenatal care be addressed. She concedes that for many
women, the fear of prosecution, incarceration and termination of parental rights of their

children, can discourage these women from accessing much needed services, which
exacerbates the negative outcomes for both mother and

child.

She believes that "the

punitive policy of prosecution may serve political purposes but is inconstant with social

work goals of supporting families" (1991). Women are to be given an opportunity to be
rehabilitated before losing custody of their children.
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Recommendations for Social

work Practice and Research

A common theme noted in literature studies pertains to the need for social workers
to develop assessment, intervention, treatment, evaluation and case management skills in
the area of chemical dependency. Continuing education is frequently cited in literature as a

vehicle to enhance and further develop expertise in the area of substance abuse treatment,

intervention and prevention. Grequoire (1994) reports through research on continuing
education for child welfare workers in the areas of substance abuse that finds include: 1)
staff gain an increased acceptance that addiction is a frequently contributor to child abuse
and neglect, and 2) addiction manifests itself in a variety of ways, and thus may heighten

their alertness for signs of addictions.
In order to effectively intervene on a substance abuse related issue, a worker needs
to have the expertise in the a.reas of assessment, treatment, evaluation and follow-up.

Without receiving formal training the area of chemical dependency, a worker can not
adequately service the client in a competent and professional manner. Dore, Doris

&

Wright ( 1995) concede that despite increasing evidence of the often devastating effects on
children in substance abusing families, they believe that those most likely to come into
contact with families with serious drug and alcohol abuse a.re often ill-prepared to identify
and intervene in this problem. Pecora (19S9) describes a survey involving 315 front-line
and supervisory workers in two states. The lack of knowledge about the identification

of

substance abuse and treatment ranked by staff as the third most significant hindrance to

their effective intervention with families who maltreat their children.
Workers need to understand that chemically dependent mothers have special
service needs. Their extensive service needs require the skills of case mangers who can
help them build upon and develop necessary self-sufficiency skill. Finkelstein ( lgg4) adds
that the chemically dependency prevention and treatment system must provide the supports
necessary for treatment access and success, such as transportation, housing, parenting
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support, child care, and must cease to consider such supports as enabling. The chemically
dependent parent challenges the expertise and resources for the child protection system, and

failure for workers to act pro actively and offer accessible and coordinated services will
prove costly for the system.
The majority of literature studies recorlmend that intervention strategies employed
by child welfare workers consist of collaborative and comprehensive services. Gustavsson
(

1991) remarks that a collaborative arrangement between drug treatment agencies and child

welfare agencies is essential, especially for chemically dependent women. Gustavsson &
Rycraft (1993) assert that there is a need for multiple and coordinated services which
should be gender specific and address the special needs of women in treatment.

Many researchers recolrunend that staff representing the child welfare system attain
training on substance abuse treatment and recovery to better assist their clients. AssingLessing & Olsen (1996) assert that training for child welfare worker's include developing a
better understanding of the addiction and recovery process, including relapse. They
conclude that such training should enable workers to base decisions on a variety of factors,
such as social supports and parenting ability, which as likely to exacerbate or ameliorate

risk in a substance abuse affected family.
In addition to creating and promoting gender specific treatment services to help
mitigate the problems facing the system, culturally appropriate services need also to be
considered. Assing-Lessing and Olsen 91996) suggest that in order to ensure a culturally
competent approach to service, staff recruitment should be reflective of the clientele being

served. Bilingual staff should also be present to better meet the needs of non-English
speaking clients (Azzing-Lessing & Olsen, 1996).
The themes presented in this chapter reflect the serious nature of substance abuse
and its impact on families, the system and the community. The need for workers dealing
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+
with substance abusing families to be more prepared with their assessment, intervention,
treatment and evaluation skills was emphatically stated. The implications of this problem
on the social work and child welfare fields were explored.

Suggestions for Future Research
Based on the findings gathered through this research project and the literature

review, parental substance abuse issues are prevalent and destructive to tamilies. Research
needs to focus on the dual diagnosis client and effective treatment and intervention

strategies that can be employed to better assist this population. Since we have information
about the prevalence of crack cocaine, we still lack the expertise in treating the addicted

clients. Without considering the effects that the drugs have on the clients and without
exploring potential therapeutic responses, we are going to continue with the band-aide
approach to this family emergency by covering the problem up and not examining the true
nature of the disease. Research can also be used to measure the impact of the family

preservation programs that are intended to keep families together. Future research studies
could investigate the effectiveness of Family Preservation programs and their ability to
reduce the number of termination of parental rights cases.

Summary
This research study examined the prevalence of substance abusing families
involved in the child welfare system. The literature review focused on the relationship of
substance abuse to increased foster care placements; link between substance abuse and

child abuse and neglect cases; and the profile of families serviced through the country by
child welfare agencies. The research project described the characteristics of families whose
parental rights were terminated in a mid western county and the percentage of cases

involving substance abuse issues. The ecological theory was presented and thus provided
framework for workers to establish their intervention strategies for working with at-risk,
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a

substance abusing families. the intent of this study was to demonstrate the insidious nature

of substance abuse on families and their ability to adequately care

for their children. More research is needed on the multiple issues families at-risk for
termination of parental rights face in addition to the prevalence of dual disorders.
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APPENDIX A

This form wilr be used. to colrect data from
Parental Rights I case records.

Termination of

DATA COTLECXTION FORI,I/INTERVLEITI GUIDE :
TER},IINATION OF PARENTAL HIGHTS COURT CASES

Characteristics of Custodial parents.
(1) Marital status of Custodial parent:
Married
( )
Separated or Divorced
( )
S ingle
( )
Widowed
( )
(?)
Gender of Custodial parent:
MaIe()
Female()
(3

)

Race:

African American ()
Biracial
()
Caucasi an

Ilispan ic/ Latino

Native American

SouthEast Asian

()
()
()
()

(4) Age of Mother at Birth of First Child:
12-15 ( )
16-1e ( )
20-23 ( )
24-27 ( )
28-3s ( )
36-40 ( )
4r-4s ( )
33-35 (
33-41 (
4Z-sA

(5

(

)
)
)

) Parent's Source of Income:
AFDC (Aid to Fami l ies with dependent chi rdren ) ()
AI imony
Employment
Trust Fund

ssr

Social Security

()
()
()
()
()

(6) Ages of Child.ren Awarded. to the State.
Check x all childrens' ages,
t ()
5( )
e( )
13( )
17 (
2 ()
6( )
10( )
14 ( )
3 ()
7( )
r1( )
15{ }
()
4
8( )
12 ( )
16 ( )
(7) Reason for Termination of Parental Rights?

(8)

)

Family had prior involvement with child welfare system?
YES( ) No (
)

(9) Previous removal of child from the
YES() No ( )

home?

) Previous treatment mandated through case plan?
YES() NO ()
(11) If yes to item #1"L, what treatment facility?
( 10
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C.O.L.L.E.G.E
May 1 4, 1997

TO:

Kati Vandreuil
3420 Golfview Drive #221
Eagan MN 551 23

FROM:

Rita R. Weisbrod, P h.D.
Chair

lnstitutional Fleview
(612) 330-1227 or FAX 330-1649.

RE: Your

IRB

application: "lncidence of Suhstance Abuse in families where parental rights

are

terminated"
Your application qualifies as exempt from full review under category 4 because you are using records
from the Ramsey County Human Services Department.

I have received your additions and corrections and am pleased to approve your application
Your IRB approval number

is #

96-68-I.

lf there are substantive changes to your application which change your procedures regarding the use
of human subjects, you should report them to me by phone (612-330-1227) or in writing so that they
may be reviewed for possible increased risk.

Good luck to you in your research project!

Copy: Maria Dinis, Thesis Adviser

221 1 Ftiverside Avenue

. Minneapolis, MN 55454 . Tel. (612) 330-1000 . Fax (612) 930-1649

